
IT TURNS OUT that eating your veg-
gies can do more for the planet than
you may think. According to the
United Nations, animal production
is one of the “most significant con-
tributors to the most serious envi-
ronmental problems, at every scale
from local to global.”1

The United States is among the top
producers of greenhouse gases that contribute to global warm-
ing, and our seemingly insatiable appetite for meat, poultry,
and dairy is one big reason why. Though we make up less than
5% of the world’s population,2 Americans consume 15% of the
world’s meat.3 Every year the U.S. livestock industry4 produces
over 33 million beef cows, more than 60 million pigs, nearly
9 billion chickens,5 and 9 million dairy cows that produce over
185 billion pounds of milk.6 Americans are famous for their
love affair with the car, but did you know that our love of meat
and dairy products contributes more than our automobiles to
global warming? From field to feedlot to fork, animal produc-
tion accounts for about 18% of all greenhouse gas emissions
globally—more than emissions from transportation.7

Hogging All Our Crops
Animal production contributes to global warming throughout
every stage of production. Raising animals requires a signifi-
cant amount of fossil fuel energy to grow crops, operate on-
farm equipment and machinery, transport animals between
fields, feedlots and slaughterhouses, and process, package and
distribute meat and dairy products. The amount of energy
required to produce this protein is inefficient and energy
intensive, especially given the amount of crops that are grown
to feed the animals. Certain animal products like beef and
lamb require far more inputs and energy than poultry, making
their “FoodPrint” much higher.8 Switching from industrial
systems to more sustainable production techniques including
organic and pasture-based systems can make a dramatic differ-
ence on global warming.

Most cattle in the U.S. usually begin their lives in pas-
ture but are transported to industrial feedlots to finish

their lives eating crops like soybeans
and corn rather than grass. As a
result, about half of the grain and
oilseeds grown in the U.S. are fed to
livestock.9, 10 Growing crops like
corn and soy conventionally to feed
animals produces greenhouse gas
emissions through the use of pesti-
cides, fertilizers, machinery and
transportation, not to mention

countless acres of farmland that could otherwise be used to
grow food for people. Every year in the U.S., growing corn and
soybeans—the main ingredients in animal feed—requires
almost 270 million pounds of pesticides11, 12 and more than 21
billion pounds of synthetic fertilizer13, 14 which produce vast
amounts of greenhouse gas emissions in their production,
transportation and application.

Pasture to Plate vs. Factory 
to Fork—a Big Difference
Animals that are “grass-fed”, or produced using organic meth-
ods, produce significantly fewer greenhouse gas emissions than
conventionally raised animals. Aside from being more humane
by allowing animals to feed on their natural grass diet and
move freely, these systems typically require less synthetic
inputs and energy to operate than industrial facilities.15, 16 Grain-
fed beef—animals raised in feedlots17—requires twice as many
energy inputs compared to grass-fed beef.18 USDA-certified
grass-fed animals cannot be fed grain or grain byproducts and
must have continuous access to pasture during the growing
season.19 While some animals, like chickens or pigs, do not eat
grass and may rely on feed crops, if raised organically the ani-
mals are fed 100% organic feed grown without synthetic pes-
ticides and fertilizers. As a result, organic meat and dairy prod-
ucts result in significantly fewer greenhouse gas emissions
than conventional meat and dairy.20

The U.S. produces about 9 billion animals for food every
year, many of which are raised in “concentrated animal
feeding operation” (CAFOs) or factory farms. These
industrial facilities are very different than the rolling
green hills many believe animals spend their time in.
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CAFOs are designed to produce the largest quantity of meat in
the least amount of time, and crowd thousands of animals into
extremely small spaces to eat, sleep, and defecate.21 CAFOs and
feedlots exacerbate greenhouse gas emissions because of their
intensive use of energy and machinery and the way animals
and their manure are managed. It is estimated that up to 58%
of all greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture are the result
of emissions from the management practices used on farms,
including soil and manure management, machinery and
equipment and methane emissions from cattle.22

Manure—The Foul Facts
All grazing animals—especially cows— emit methane, a pow-
erful greenhouse gas, from their intestines as a natural by-
product of their digestive process. While the gas is natural, the
manure produced by the 95 million cows in the U.S. is a mas-
sive environmental burden that contributes heavily to global
warming. CAFOs “tend to produce more manure than can be
used as fertilizer on nearby cropland.”23 The manure produced
by animals is three times the amount produced by humans.24

Improper manure storage on CAFOs may increase greenhouse
gas emissions because waste is often pooled in large lagoons
and holding ponds. Prone to bursting and leaking, lagoons
and ponds can be as large as 20 acres and 15 feet deep, contain-
ing up to 25 million gallons of manure.25, 26 “During storage
time, manure decomposes, and gaseous by-products are
released,27 including hydrogen sulfide (H2S), carbon dioxide,
ammonia and methane.”28 In 2007, the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency reported that livestock manure is responsi-
ble for over 50 million tons of greenhouse gas emissions, most-
ly in the form of methane, which is 23 times more potent than
carbon dioxide, and nitrous oxide, which itself is 296 times
more potent than carbon dioxide.29

What You Can Do: 
Reducing Your Carbon FoodPrint
For people who choose to eat meat and dairy products, reduc-
ing your consumption of animal foods is the most effective
way to reduce your Carbon “FoodPrint.” According to a recent
study, nearly 60% of greenhouse gas emissions from food are
from meat, poultry, eggs, fish and dairy.30 One study demon-
strated that the fossil fuel requirements of an omnivorous diet
were more than twice that of a vegetarian and seven times
greater than a vegan.31 Every meal makes a difference, so you
can begin by switching to a veggie option once a week. 

Changing the type of meat you eat can also make a big differ-
ence. Beef and lamb require by far the greatest amount of ener-
gy while poultry, dairy or pork requires far fewer energy
inputs. Regardless of any animal product you buy, choosing
organic will ensure that your food was made without synthetic
fertilizers and pesticides, growth hormones, irradiation, genetic
engineering, cloned animals, or sewage sludge. Locally-sourced
meat and dairy travels far less than a typical conventional ani-
mal product and may require less processing. Choosing grass-
fed beef and dairy over conventional grain-fed products
reduces emissions because grass-fed systems don’t require pes-
ticide- and fertilizer-heavy corn and soy crops for feed32 and
sustainable manure management practices are usually in place. 

So make your mother proud and eat your veggies—who knew
that eating cooler could be so simple? There may still be a
place in your diet for that hamburger too; but, if you choose to
eat it, make sure it’s organic, grass-fed and local to reduce your
“FoodPrint” and ensure that we can all breathe a little easier.

For more on what you can do to lower your FoodPrint visit the
Cool Foods Campaign website at www.coolfoodscampaign.org
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